N ursing as an applied discipline bases its practice on the generation and testing of knowledge through the systematic collection of data. This process enables professional nurses to implement effective interventions in order to achieve predictable outcomes. For example, the occupational health nurse, through a systematic investigation, compares two approaches to educating employees about transmission of infectious diseases and finds that approach A is more effective than approach B in increasing employee knowledge and behavior change. The nurse then can reasonably predict achievable outcomes for specific educational interventions.
The purpose of nursing research is to describe, explain, predict, and control events in order to determine the most cost-effective methods of providing nursing care to achieve desired outcomes. The researcher, through descriptive studies, is able to describe phenomena, such as attitudes toward use of personal protective equipment or nutritional or smoking habits. Observation about relationships, conditions, situations, or behavior, such as factors that influence absenteeism, is another form of description. Describing phenomena provides new information, whereas explaining them offers us some understanding. For example, reinforcement theory asserts that when a behavior is positively reinforced it is likely that the behavior will be repeated. If you then understand why an event happens and the factors that influence the event, you are more likely to be able to predict certain outcomes. For example, if you are exposed to certain chemical irritants, respiratory symptoms are more likely to occur. The ability to predict offers the possibility to control. That is, through education, or administrative or engineering controls, certain exposures can be avoided or alleviated.
A critical challenge facing occupational health nursing today is establishing and strengthening the link between nursing practice and nursing research. This means that as practitioners, clinicians, scientists, and researchers, we need to target specific practice questions, develop a collaborative approach to find answers to these questions, and establish mechanisms to transfer and implement research findings into clinical practice. To promote and enable this process or transition, research must become an integral part of nursing practice for all professionals. The extent to which this integration takes place will vary from utilizing and applying research findings, or participating in the research process when studies are being conducted, to designing studies and testing theories which are needed to guide nursing interventions and practice. This will also be dependent on the role and preparation of the nurse. However, research in some form should be encompassed in each ofour job descriptions.
As a professional discipline, we have a responsibility to create and continually expand the body of nursing knowledge, specifically the knowledge base for occupational health nursing. The development of research has primarily been in acute care settings. However, the need for collaborative occupational health nursing research is as great. The collaborative approach has several advantages.
• Provides an opportunity for the clinician, researcher, and administrator to jointly discuss imperative questions or problems that need solutions.
• Combines the expertise of the clinician and the researcher, thereby enhancing clinical integrity and scientific rigor to achieve a mutual benefit: quality, cost-effective health care.
• Helps obtain information through the conduct of collaborative research specific to the work environment. This will help to focus policy discussions on improvement of health in the environment and can then be further extended into other work environments through replication of the research. • Provides an opportunity to develop and expand clinical research skills in the work environment, including research mentorship. Integration of the research findings into practice lends itself to the early establishment of standards or operational guidelines resulting in progressive changes that can provide future direction for nursing practice.
• Provide for early dissemination of the research findings from both the research and clinical perspective allowing for a recognition of a valuable partnership, which can lead to new nursing interventions.
The challenge for all nurses is to be accountable for their nursing practice and to aid in the development of consistent and accurate knowledge upon which professional practice is built and will grow. Each of us carries this responsibility and will meet the challenge in different ways. However, the collaboration of nursing practitioners and scientists will further serve to enhance the credibility of nursing as a professional research discipline.
